Specification and patterning of neural crest cells during craniofacial development.
Craniofacial evolution is considered fundamental to the origin of vertebrates and central to this process was the formation of a migratory, multipotent cell population known as the neural crest. The number of cell types that arise from the neural crest is truly astonishing as is the number of tissues and organs to which the neural crest contributes. In addition to forming melanocytes as well as many neurons and glia in the peripheral nervous system, neural crest cells also contribute much of the cartilage, bone and connective tissue of the face. These multipotent migrating cells are capable of self renewing decisions and based upon these criteria are often considered stem cells or stem cell-like. Rapid advances in our understanding of neural crest cell patterning continue to shape our appreciation of the evolution of neural crest cells and their impact on vertebrate craniofacial morphogenesis.